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Amongst the extraordinary collection of rare 
books acquired by Father 
Leo Hayes, now held in the 
Fryer Library, is a curious 
little publication of 163 
pages, by JHLZ, In the land 
of the bunya, or, The convict 
and the boy: a tale of the 
early days in Queensland 
(1899). It was published by 
Dymock in Sydney, almost 
certainly at the author’s own 
expense, and was followed 
by From old to new, or, Mitre versus gown: an 
Australian clerical story, also in Fryer.
JHLZ was John Herman Leopold Zillmann, born 
in December 1841 to Johann Leopold Zillmann 
and his wife Clara, née Lange, German lay 
missionaries at Zion Hill, now the north Brisbane 
suburb of Nundah. The protagonist of In the land 
of the bunya is a small boy, Herman, who is six 
when the book opens. Bunya is a fictionalized 
account of Zillmann’s childhood at the German 
mission in the late 1840s, his experiences with 
the other missionaries, his encounters with 
the Aborigines, and his friendship with Tom, 
a runaway convict who had lived with the 
Aborigines and is subsequently assigned to work 
at the mission.
Zillmann has changed the name of the mission 
from Zion Hill to Paradise Valley, and this naming 
pattern recurs throughout the book: different 
enough to disguise the original name, but 
sufficiently similar for someone who knows the 
history of early Moreton Bay to join some—but 
probably not all—of the dots. Some connections 
are obvious: Herman’s father is ‘Brother Luitpold’. 
The late Commandant of the convict settlement, 
Patrick Logan, is Captain Nagol. Brother Franck is 
probably one of the lay brothers, either Friedrich 
Franz or Franz Rode, while Brother Schneider, 
with his ‘exceedingly narrow ideas … zealous 
to a degree of being fanatical’1 is probably Rev 
Karl Schmidt, whom Neil Gunson describes as 
‘difficult and querulous … [but] dedicated to his 
calling.’2 Other inhabitants of ‘Paradise Valley’ 
include Brother Pockener, the ‘wit & humorist 
of the mission party’, Rev John Wainwright, 
‘the newly-appointed Methodist minister for the 
Moreton Bay district … [and] a proselytizing 
zealot’,3 Rev Theophilus Billson, ‘a handsome 
Irish Baptist’,4 and Frank Elbon, ‘a grocer’s clerk 
in England’.5
More difficult to decipher is the validity of 
Zillmann’s account. The key motif is Herman’s 
friendship with Tom, the convict. Tom tells the 
story of the cruelty he suffered under Captain 
‘Nagol’, and how he fled north from the 
settlement to live with the Aborigines, until he was 
discovered by some German missionaries during 
their journey into the Bunya Mountains. 
Tom’s knowledge of the northern 
tribes, and his facility 
with their language, 
subsequently proves 
useful when 
Herman’s little 
brother and sister 
are ‘stolen away 
by the wild 
blacks’, and 
Tom negotiates 
their return.
It is all very 
exciting—but 
the story of 
the kidnapped 
children is 
nowhere 
recorded, and 
although the 
Germans made 
several journeys 
into the Blackall 
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Above: Portrait 
of JH Leopold 
Zillmann in Past and 
present Australian 
life : being for the 
most part personal 
reminiscences with 
stories of the first 
explorers, convicts, 
blacks, and bush-
rangers of Australia, 
Sampson Low, 
London, 1889. 
Right: Grave of 
Zillmann’s parents in 
the Nundah Historical 
cemetery.
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Ranges, none took place at the time of the 
Bunya festival. So we have an amalgam of fact, 
fiction—and something in-between: the garbled 
oral traditions of the Zillmann family passed 
down during nearly sixty years, layered on to 
the observations of a very young boy at the time 
these events took place.
Yet there are pockets of truth in Land of the 
bunya too. The escaped convict James Davis 
(Duramboi), who lived with various Aboriginal 
tribes north of Brisbane for over a decade until 
he was found in 1842, worked for a time at the 
German mission, and eventually married and 
became a successful businessman, just as ‘Tom’ 
does in Bunya.
The objective of the German mission was to 
convert the Aborigines to their own extreme form 
of evangelical Christianity. As a child, Zillmann 
shared a classroom with Aboriginal children, 
who ‘sat on a separate bench for the purpose 
of receiving religious instruction with the white 
children’ but the ‘success of the missionaries in 
teaching Christianity to the blacks was at best 
doubtful’. He describes one of these children, 
a boy he calls Bandah, ‘a bright, intelligent lad, 
superior to the average youth of his tribe. Like 
Colenso’s young Zulu, he was of an inquisitive 
turn of mind, and asked questions which, to say 
the least, were somewhat troublesome’6—such 
as why a good God should condemn men to 
burn in hell for eternity?
The mission at Zion Hill failed, and within a 
few years the missionaries dispersed, some 
to other mission fields in the Pacific, others 
like the Zillmann family taking up land locally. 
JHL Zillmann abandoned the hell-and-
brimstone faith of his childhood, and became 
an ordained Church of England minister, later 
drifting towards Unitarianism. He later became 
editor of the Darling Downs Gazette and a 
successful public lecturer.
In 1899 he wrote these reminiscences of 
early childhood. His prose bears many of the 
late-nineteenth century devices by which the 
beneficiaries of white settlement justified their 
actions: an emphasis on Aboriginal superstition, 
a preoccupation with cannibalism, a sentimental 
regret for the ‘inevitability’ of their passing.
As Mission work ceased …  
encouragement was given to ‘improve 
the blacks’ in the way in which the 
white settlers had thought good. Native 
troopers from distant tribes were 
employed by the Government to assist 
the settlers in making holocausts of 
whole camps of native blacks. Mission 
work was stopped, but Sectarianism 
spread like wild-fire … in all  
its interminable ramifications.7
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My thanks to Dr. Libby Connors for her help and advice. 
Her book Warrior: a legendary leader’s dramatic life and 
violent death on the colonial frontier (Sydney: Allen and 
Unwin, 2015) was released while I was finishing this article. 
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